Deconstructing a "National Composer": Chopin and Polish Exiles in Paris, 1831-49 JOLANTA T. PEKACZ If a biography of an artist is supposed to inform criticism and analysis of his output, the lack of a thoroughly researched biography of Fr6d6ric Chopin-as opposed to the proliferation of publications devoted to the analysis and interpretation of his music-may cause mixed feelings. In Chopin's case, the issue is especially important, since many authors of such analyses routinely assume a simple and unquestionable connection between his life and his music. Two strategies are typically implemented in making this connection: facts from Chopin's life are used to explain his artistic output; and, conversely, the interpretation of Chopin's music is used as evidence in his biography. These two practices have coexisted in works on Chopin since his death. In view of the recent proliferation of analytical approaches. to Chopin, the latter seems to be gaining an upper hand.
The issue of Chopin as a Polish "national" composer, for example, is one of the central features of our perception of Chopin. But this stereotypical picture, as we know it, is an exaggerated one. It has been a result of an uncritical use of the two practices identified above, initiated by nineteenth-century writers for specific historical and political reasons but persisting among Chopin scholars to this day. The current stereotype has little to do with the available biographical data. Consequently, the question of "Polishness" in Chopin's biography has to be located on a more sophisticated plane than has been hitherto the case.
In the center of the discussion below is Chopin's Polishness, in particular, became a focus for many authors from the earliest biographies onward. Their purpose was to emphasize that although Chopin left Poland at the age of twenty and spent much of his compositionally productive life in Paris, he was nonetheless a truly patriotic composer who never renounced his Polishness. While it is self-evident that some of Chopin's music is easily linked to things Polish, the.assumption of the thoroughgoing Polishness of Chopin's life is based partly on inferences from his music and partly on biographical suppositions. The latter imply that Chopin not only shared the concerns of Polish immigrants in Paris but also maintained close social contacts with them, nearly to the exclusion of any other social contacts. Hence arises the stereotypical picture in which the two aspects of Chopin's Polishness, his music and his life, are rarely separated.
The emphasis on Chopin's Polishness in the publications by nineteenth-century Polish authors can be explained by the manner in which those writers addressed the particular political and cultural situation that Poland found herself in from 1795, and throughout the next century, divided among Austria, Prussia, and Russia, and deprived of independent statehood. A composer of Chopin's stature, writing in the Polish "national spirit" despite living in the cosmopolitan atmosphere of the music capital of Europe, was the perfect example needed to prove the existence and vitality of Polish culture and tradition. It was simply a matter of course to assume that a composer so obviously "Polish" in his music had to be also a staunch Polish pa- Indeed, France did seem to be in a sentimental mood. In the 1831-32 season, the most popular plays in the Parisian theaters were those whose plots were connected with the recent events in Poland. The The6atre Porte St. Martin, for example, put on the drama La Vieillesse de Stanislas; in the Ambigou Comique one could attend allegoric tableaux vivants in five movements, entitled La REvolution polonaise; the Cirque Olimpique tried to attract the public with a drama in four acts, Les Polonais, composed of episodes from the November Uprising. One of the theaters announced that during an entr'acte the orchestra would play "la mazurka Dobruski" [sic] , the Polish national anthem. Others offered free admission for Poles, while still others donated their income from tickets to the poorest Polish emigrants. '7 But the sympathy for the Polish cause was not general. Lubomir Gadon, one of the Polish aristocratic emigrants, described the situation in a letter from Paris, written to Poland in December 1831:
The upper class here [is] divided into two parts: the carlists, who pray day and night to get back the king from the foreigners, and the royalists, who do not talk about anything else, but only about jouer a la hausse et a la baisse. The king, the government, and the upper class do not like us [Poles] In short, the French declarations of sympathy with the Polish cause did not come from the most influential political circles. Moreover, these declarations were accompanied by a conviction that France could do nothing for Poland. When the news about the collapse of the November Uprising arrived in Paris on 15 September 1831, it was followed by spontaneous street demonstrations and skirmishes expressing popular support for the Polish cause. Nevertheless, the Chamber voted (221 votes to 167) for nonintervention, which meant, in fact, France's consensus to the status quo. In the course of time, interest in the Polish question began to subside, both in public opinion and among the politicians. When the Democrats from Louis-Philippe's opposition (those who had supported Poland in 1831) eventually came to power in 1848, their policy was even more indifferent to the Polish cause than that of LouisPhilippe had been; they assured the European powers of their compliance with the existing treaties even more eagerly than had the "citizen king."
It is also important to observe that the Polish emigr6s were themselves anything but unified in their aims. Politically, the Polish emigrants who arrived in France after the collapse of the November Uprising were divided into two main opposing groups: monarchists and republicans. The first was headed by Prince Adam Czartoryski, the second by Joachim Lelewel and by the politicians from the Polish Democratic Society. While the first comprised mainly aristocracy, landowners, and higher officers, the other had supporters in the less prominent social strata. Both groups agreed that their main purpose was to regain independence for a Poland now divided among Austria, Prussia, and Russia; their differences centered on the method and the social and political shape of the future Poland. Czartoryski, formerly a duces it now to France. Next Thursday Mr. Chopin will give a piano concert at two o'clock in the afternoon, rue Cadet nr 9. Improvisations of the young Pole on themes of songs from national music, which helped the brave defenders of the homeland stand up to all the dangers of an unequal war, will illustrate the sweet joys of delusive hope, as well as compassion, which the present situation of Poland evokes in every noble soul. We have no doubt that the number of listeners who will fill Pleyel's concert hall on Thursday will give evidence, once again, of how vivid, sincere and generous is the French sympathy for their old comrades-in-arms and how alike in fondness of art, glory and freedom.24
For unknown reasons this announcement was never published. Nevertheless, both its tone and its arguments are striking: in a sentimental manner Chopin was presented as a victim of the November Uprising and of the political oppression in Poland (although he neither took part in the Uprising nor was he forced to leave his country for political reasons) and his artistic attainments are hardly mentioned.
The note also suggests-between the linesthat the sympathy with which he was received by the Polish aristocracy in Paris was mixed with a condescending tone.25 Chopin was kept within socially acceptable proximity by his aristocratic friends. Although fashionable and polished, he belonged to a lower social group, both because of his middle-class birth and his pro- You could hold the crowd in the palm of your hand, and, instead, you merely tickle aristocratic nerves!" The more he fumed, the more Chopin shrank down without uttering a sound. Finally, Mickiewicz subsided into silence and Chopin timidly started to play folk songs. The poet cleared his brow, and when the artist finished, they were talking quite as if nothing had happened between them.43
Obviously, Mickiewicz's views on Polish national music had collided with the artistically sophisticated vision of Chopin. Similarly, the poet's Messianic zeal to "move souls" and to "take possession of the crowds," which he considered a duty of every artist, held no appeal for Chopin. Such an anecdote helps to explain why Chopin was never one of Mickiewicz's close friends; the contacts between the composer and the poet had always been rather official and cool. For example, in the winter of 1833/34 the poet frequently read fragments of his unfinished poem Pan Tadeusz to a circle of his friends; the poem depicted the traditional life of Polish gentlefolk in Lithuania. In midJanuary 1834, the poem was completed, which offered an opportunity for many parties given in Mickiewicz's honor.44 There is no evidence that Chopin ever joined them.
The contacts between Chopin and Mickiewicz did not improve even during the period of Chopin's relationship with George Sand. Sand, who met Mickiewicz in the autumn of 1836, was one of few French writers who did not limit themselves to conventional contacts with the poet but also read and appreciated his writings. In 1839 she published an 
